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Abstract
Urban agriculture has long been used as a tool for promoting food justice and urban
sustainability in municipalities across the globe. From vertical and rooftop growing operations to
community and residential garden plots, the idealistically transformative nature of urban
agriculture is becoming an increasingly popular subject among scholars, city planners,
policymakers, and activists alike. A handful of cautionary scholars, however, have begun to
uncover the elusive role that food justice oriented urban agriculture projects can play in
facilitating gentrification and displacement in low-income communities. My capstone project
focuses on the relationship between urban agriculture and gentrification, specifically asking:
How does urban agriculture contribute to gentrification in Oakland, and in what ways do urban
agriculture organizations address gentrification and displacement in their communities? To
answer, I engage with two farms in Oakland that embody a food justice mission in their efforts to
serve their communities: City Slicker Farms, and Acta Non Verba. Through a mixed-methods
approach I find evidence which both supports and disputes this claim of gentrification, and I
identify an effective model for food justice oriented urban agriculture organizations to strive
towards in pursuit of their goals. I argue that food justice oriented urban agriculture organizations
engaging in work in historically marginalized communities must be engaged in the work of
affordable housing to truly achieve their mission of food justice.
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Introduction

Urban agriculture has long been used as a tool for promoting food justice and urban
sustainability in municipalities across the globe. From vertical and rooftop growing operations to
community and residential garden plots, the idealistically transformative nature of urban
agriculture is becoming an increasingly popular subject among scholars, city planners,
policymakers, and activists alike. Across disciplines, urban agriculture advocates praise the
practice for its abundance of benefits. From a sustainability standpoint, advocates argue that
urban agriculture works to promote greener and more sustainable cities by reducing air and water
pollution, by improving soil health and resource efficiency, by creating more resilient urban
agroecosystems, and by decreasing a city’s carbon footprint through the reduction of food miles
(Yang and Zhang 2011; Lin, Philpott, and Jha 2015; Specht et al. 2014; Siegner, Acey, and
Sowerwine 2019). Others argue from a sociological perspective that urban agriculture can
improve a community’s access to healthy and culturally relevant food, improve community
physical and mental health, provide a space for education, activism and resistance, and provide a
more just alternative to the exploitative industrial agriculture system (Brown and Jameton 2000;
Tornaghi 2014). And finally, from an economic standpoint, advocates argue that urban
agriculture can create local jobs, support local economies through engagement in local farmers
markets or CSA programs, and improve the aesthetic and social value of a community, attracting
business, bolstering real estate prices, and serving as a community development tool (Vitiello
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and Wolf-Powers 2014; Voicu and Been 2008). While it is clear that urban agriculture can
profoundly impact a community, it is essential for advocates to critically examine who exactly
these urban agriculture projects intend to serve to ensure the equitable distribution of these
benefits across urban areas.
Food justice activists oftentimes engage in this work of seeking equity and justice
through urban agriculture. A handful of cautionary scholars, however, have begun to uncover the
elusive role that food justice oriented urban agriculture projects can play in facilitating
gentrification and displacement in low-income communities. In an attempt to improve access to
healthy foods, and to increase food security in low-income communities, many food justice
advocates have turned to the simple but radical act of community gardening as a solution. The
introduction of urban agriculture into a community, however, can work to usher in new
investment and people, effectively contributing to the gentrification and subsequent displacement
of the long-term residents that these projects intended to serve. There are a myriad of theories
circulating as to why urban agriculture oriented towards food justice might unintentionally result
in gentrification. Some critical scholars suggest that these practices can cater to affluent whites
and oftentimes struggle to gain participation from people of color, due to an ignorance of the
violent histories of slavery and dispossession that are rooted in the practice of modern American
farming (Guthman 2008; Ramirez 2015). Others suggest, that through turning vacant or
dispossessed land into a space for social reproduction, food justice oriented urban agriculture
projects might ignite the process of gentrification by causing a shift in the ways that land is
valued and by producing cultural capital, which cities then use to extract rent (McClintock 2018).
Only recently have other scholars drawn connections between the concept of eco or green
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gentrification and urban agriculture, proposing that urban agriculture, as opposed to other green
infrastructure projects, has become a strategy for many cities in their reinvestment efforts (Alkon
2018). Whether or not urban agriculture is a driving force in this process of gentrification, or
merely one of the contributing factors, is heavily contested, however, across many different
urban areas in the United States, exists an undeniable relationship between these two processes.
Among these areas rich with urban gardens but gripped by the forces of gentrification is
Oakland, California.
Gentrification and displacement in Oakland are among some of the largest urban tensions
facing the city and region today. A study by the National Community Reinvestment Coalition
reports that San Francisco and Oakland maintain the highest rates of gentrification in the United
States, with a staggering 31% of neighborhoods experiencing displacement (Richardson,
Mitchell, and Edlebi 2020). In addition to being subject to rapid gentrification, Oakland is also
home to a flourishing urban agriculture movement. Social justice oriented urban agriculture in
Oakland can be traced back to the food justice movement and community garden initiatives
started by the Black Panther Party in the 1970s. The legacy of their radical food justice
movement is still present today, with urban gardens sprouting anywhere from vacant lots to street
medians, however, in conjunction with the findings of food justice scholars, the existence of
these projects in gentrifying areas calls for a critical analysis of the organizations that are
initiating these projects to better understand their relationship with gentrification and
displacement in their respective localities, and to ensure their projects do indeed achieve true
forms of food justice and benefit those they seek to serve.
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My capstone project sets itself apart from this work as it focuses on the relationship
between urban agriculture and gentrification. Specifically, my capstone asks: How does urban
agriculture contribute to gentrification in Oakland, and what ways do urban agriculture
organizations address gentrification and displacement in their communities? To answer, I will
engage with two farms in Oakland that embody a food justice mission in their efforts to serve
their communities: City Slicker Farms, and Acta Non Verba. City Slicker Farms is an
organization that has been cultivating food in blighted spaces of Oakland since 2001, providing
food for thousands of food insecure community members through their backyard garden program
and their permanent location at the West Oakland Farm Park. Acta Non Verba is an urban
farming organization established in 2010 with a mission to connect low-income youth to
agriculture and stewardship. Acta Non Verba operates their food justice oriented agriculture
projects out of three locations: Tassafaronga Park in East Oakland, Wow Farm in West Oakland,
and the A’s Farm at the Oakland Coliseum, yet for purposes of this research, I focus on Acta Non
Verba’s Farm at Tassafaronga Park. Each of these organizations has had a unique impact on the
communities that they serve, however, both are operating farms in areas that are highly
susceptible to gentrification, making them compatible for a comparative analysis to address the
research question proposed in the capstone.
To demonstrate how I will approach this question through the capstone project, I break it
down into several different sections. First I overview the scholarly conversation taking place on
urban agriculture and gentrification. In this literature review, I engage in three bodies of research
including the neoliberal constraints of food justice activism, the intricacies in the relationship
between urban agriculture and race, and how urban agriculture interacts with space in a
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community. These bodies of literature demonstrate the existing scholarly conversation, as well as
a gap in the research that I aim to address with my research question. In the following section, I
lay out the research methodology. Through a historical examination of census tract data and
Alameda County property assessment information, I lay grounds for claims in the literature about
urban agriculture’s elusive relationship to gentrification. I then further explore the significance of
this data through the analysis of semi-structured interviews with leaders within the urban
agriculture organizations in question. To position myself, as a researcher, in relation to the
community members and organizations in question, the next section contains a positionality
statement, in which I situate the personal and theoretical ways that I came to understand and
engage in food justice work and gentrification scholarship. I follow the positionality statement
with a history section that serves to ground the current gentrification crisis in a rich history of
each identified neighborhood. Here, I describe how West Oakland, currently home to City
Slicker Farms, has historically served as one of the most celebrated Black communities of the
West, and also as a community of Chicano, and immigrant families all of which have a deep
history of liberation and struggle for the right to their community. Deep East Oakland, home to
Acta Non Verba at Tassafaronga Park, however, is more recently shaped in response to the
upheaval of communities of color during West Oakland’s period of urban renewal. While the
Deep East is not immune to the forces of gentrification, it more largely remains a space for
Black, Latinx, and immigrant communities in Oakland. With this historical context in mind, I
follow the community history with the data analysis, which includes tables, figures, maps, and
interviews that give context to the claims made through the literature and serve to answer my
research question. Finally, I conclude with a discussion on my findings, where I argue that food
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justice oriented urban agriculture organizations must be engaged in the work of affordable
housing to be truly transformative, and to end, I discuss how food justice activists can work to
ensure that their projects are both fully serving the intended community, and working to
empower long term community members rather than displace them out of the neighborhood.

Literature Review

Gentrification caused by urban agriculture is a growing concern among activists and scholars in
Oakland. While the use of urban agriculture as a means to increase food security and promote
food justice is a well established practice in Oakland, we must examine the different ways that
the food justice mission of these organizations are challenged, and how the projects have been
appropriated by investors and city planners to attract capital, people, and new developments into
these communities. Through this literature review, I examine three different bodies of literature
that highlight the existing arguments of many critical scholars that are illustrating the relationship
between urban agriculture and gentrification. I begin by highlighting the ways that urban
agriculture struggles to achieve its intended food justice mission due to its engagement with the
neoliberal capitalist market. In the following section, I describe how food justice oriented urban
agriculture becomes limited by the whiteness that is perpetuated through the environmental
movement and I offer key theories as to why this practice has so often become exclusionary.
Finally, through theories of green-gentrification, I tie together the challenges facing urban
agriculture to highlight the ways that it unevenly transforms space, and invites the accumulation
of capital and people into the communities in which it lies. To address the issue of gentrification,
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and in consideration of the abundance of food justice oriented urban agriculture organizations in
Oakland, throughout this literature review, I will mainly be alluding to urban agriculture projects
that are engaging in food justice work in low income (or previously low income) neighborhoods.
To engage with these types of urban agriculture initiatives, it is critical to give a brief definition
of food justice and its history to give context to claims made by scholars through this literature
review.

Defining Food Justice
The food justice movement is broadly understood as a movement that takes issue with
food insecurity. The movement aims largely to recognize the systemic and structural inequities
that lay the foundation for food insecurity to exist. Our current conception of the food justice
movement today takes root in the Black Panther Party’s Free Breakfast for Children Program
(Heynen 2009). Fundamentally, this program was rooted in efforts to curtail youth hunger by
offering solutions to hunger that defied market logic through direct action. Advocates built their
campaign on the understanding of food as a human right, challenging the ways that we place
economic value on food. Former Chairperson of the Black Panther Party, Elaine Brown, as
quoted in Nik Heyen’s (2009) work states, “Because we are so used to the capitalist construct, it
doesn’t occur to us that we have a human right to eat; because if you don’t eat you will die, it’s
not complicated. So, if there is a price tag to eating, then there is a price on your head, because
the minute you don’t have enough money to eat, you’re slated for death.”(411). By defying
neoliberal capitalistic systems through mutual aid and direct action, the Black Panther Party
constructed one of the most successful radical political movements in U.S. history and initiated a
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new era of food justice activism in the United States. As critical as this history is to the
functioning of contemporary food justice, scholars have begun to argue that food justice
advocates today, oftentimes misunderstand, misconstrue, or even appropriate this foundational
understanding of food justice in their urban agriculture projects, creating a different form of food
justice altogether.
Bradley and Herrera (2016) separate contemporary food justice into two distinct
categories: “original” and “moralist” notions of food justice. They argue that an “original” notion
of food justice demands systemic versus individual change and takes issue with racism,
exploitation, and oppression that occurs in the food system, an approach in line with the Black
Panther Party’s vision of justice. “Original” notions of food justice work to establish governance
and ownership of the means of production of food projects and work to ensure equitable security
of fresh, affordable, and culturally relevant food in socioeconomically and politically
marginalized neighborhoods, most particularly for communities of color. On the other hand, if
not properly planned and established, Bradley and Herrera argue that food justice oriented urban
agriculture projects can subvert “original” notions of food justice, and instead fall more in line
with a “moralist” notion of food justice. A “moralist” notion of food justice is reminiscent of the
environmentalist visions of an alternative food movement and is largely based on the assurance
of access to healthy, sustainable, and environmentally friendly foods for marginalized
populations. While the question of access is important, Bradley and Herrera argue that moralist
food justice tends to stop short, assuming that with access, consumers will make the right or
“moral” food choices. Additionally, as opposed to “original” notions of food justice, more
“moralist” urban agriculture projects tend to engage simply in the process of granting access as
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opposed to ownership or governance over the production or processing of food, falling into an
entirely less transformative model of food justice, which Bradley even argues reinforces systems
of white privilege. Ideally, for food justice oriented urban agriculture projects to accurately
represent the transformative narrative on which they were founded, they must embody an
“original” notion of food justice, or risk of falling into the static and problematic “moralist”
conception. Within our current neoliberal and capitalist state, however, many urban agriculture
activists struggle to maintain this “original” notion of food justice.

Neoliberal Constraints of Food Justice
Food justice advocates have long touted urban agriculture’s potential to provide access to
affordable, nutritious, culturally relevant food for underserved populations, but more critical
scholars argue that within the context of neoliberal capitalism and rapid urban development, that
food justice activism can easily become disabled, appropriated, and instead embrace neoliberal
logic. Research suggests that oftentimes, food justice activists fail to acknowledge and address
the broader forces of neoliberalism that are largely responsible for creating a need for food
justice in the first place (Alkon and Mares 2012). Nonprofits and community-based
organizations engaged in urban agriculture and food justice work, often use farmers’ markets,
community supported agriculture (CSA’s), and other types of food cooperative markets to sell
their yield. While some scholars argue that this engagement with the market provides valuable
job training and employment, others suggest that this engagement can be problematic because it
keeps food out of economic grasp for those it aims to serve, further perpetuating structures of
inequality, and taking away from urban agriculture’s potential to be truly transformative
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(Holt-Giménez and Wang 2011). Additionally, although producing food at the local level appeals
to a certain consumer morale and theoretically decreases a consumer's ties to the social and
environmental externalities of the industrial agriculture system, if it engages in the market it is
not an active form of resistance to the capitalist systems that breed industrial agriculture in the
first place, arguably deeming it no more or less just than the industrial agriculture system itself.
Born and Purcell (2006) call this the “local trap”, and argue that the scale of agriculture is not a
deciding factor of whether or not a local food system is more or less just or sustainable, rather
they assert that the content and mission of urban agriculture is in fact what deems a project just
or sustainable. To this end, urban agriculture projects engaging in the market can be described as
band-aid solutions to the structural issues that create the need for food justice in the first place.
This then calls for a critical analysis of the very function of urban agriculture within the food
justice movement itself.
While the transformative potential that urban agriculture holds in a neoliberal context is
uncertain, less critical scholars and advocates do argue however that these projects can provide a
space for the accumulation of revolutionary thought and conversation in the community in which
it sits (Slocum 2007). Oftentimes, food justice oriented urban agriculture projects arise in
previously vacant and abandoned spaces in a neighborhood, which activists then repurpose for
the commons, giving community members a new space to contemplate and create a dialogue of
resistance (McClintock 2014). Monica White (2011) details the ways that Black female activists
collectively engage in acts of resistance on an urban farm in Detroit, through the creation of a
safe public space for education and activism on previously vacant land. She argues that food
justice oriented urban agriculture used in this context both works to increase food security, as
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well as challenge the hegemonic structures of race and class that serve as a barrier to this issue of
food access. Through this research, it has been made clear that urban agriculture has great
potential to change and transform the space and place in which it functions, however, an
understanding of who exactly is coming to the table and engaging in this food justice activism is
equally as important to grasp.

Race and Urban Agriculture
Race is inherently embedded in food practice. From farm to fork, race is central to the
very foundations of how, what, and where we eat, and how we think about food. Slocom (2010)
argues that just as race is an organizing principle of society, it is an organizing principle of food.
Similarly, racial justice is a grounding principle of the food justice movement, yet food justice
oriented urban agriculture projects continually grapple with the whiteness that is perpetuated
through the alternative food movement’s environmentalist mission. In the conclusion of their
book, Alkon and Agyeman (2011) argue that one of the core elements of the alternative food
movement is of environmentalist origin, rooted in concerns for sustainability and preservation
yet saturated in whiteness. To put context to this claim of whiteness, Taylor (1997) argues that
whiteness has been central to the environmental movement since its conception, claiming that
“White, middle class, outdoor- and wilderness-oriented, elite males influenced by cultural
nationalism or Romanticism and Transcendentalism began espousing pro-environmental ideas
and started to publicize the natural wonders of the country during the first half of the 19th
century” (17). Some argue that the whiteness evident in alternative food discourse and practice
can have a polarizing effect on people of color, making them less likely to engage in alternative
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food practice (Guthman 2008). Not only is the whiteness of alternative food discourse polarizing,
but others argue that the alternative food movement also often ignores the violent histories of
slavery, segregation, incarceration, discrimination, and direct displacement as it relates to the
production of food for Black farmers in the United States (Ramírez 2014).
Although there is a distinct difference between the food justice movement and the
alternative food movement, fundamentally, food grown on the local level appeals to an
environmentalist morale, thus inviting the alternative food movement’s whiteness into the food
justice space. In illustration, a national survey of food justice organizations showed that merely
16% of respondents working for food justice organizations report that their organizations have
policies in place to ensure representation of community members in leadership and/or paid
positions, and conversely, 79% of respondents indicated that issues of racial, ethnic,
socio-economic, gender, sexuality, political, and generational inequalities impacted their
organization (Hilsop 2015). This research exposes the very idea that urban agriculture has a race
problem, and implies that there is much room for growth in this regard within the food justice
movement. The purpose of this section is not to argue that people of color do not participate in or
lead urban agriculture projects, but rather to expose the generally exclusive nature that urban
agriculture has taken up, and to illustrate the histories, narratives, and discourses that have
shaped the ways that it has been made white. With this in mind, if urban agriculture is used as a
method for increasing food security in a low-income community of color, then it is critical to
understand the values, ideologies, and narratives that this practice inherently brings into a
community in order to analyze what it means for an overwhelmingly white practice to be brought
into a non-white space.
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Urban Agriculture and Gentrification
In review of a wide field of research, gentrification has concisely been defined, as the
process of increasing investment in declining neighborhoods that are characterized by their racial
segregation of people of color, concentration of poverty, and physical deterioration (Zuk et al.
2017). López-Morales (2015) argues that the “violent capitalist process of urban reshaping”
(565) is one of the greatest and socially unjust problems facing urban areas today, and it is not
simply an issue of capital, driven by the gaps between use and exchange value of land, but rather
it is a fundamentally political conflict rooted in the loss of use-value of space and the active
refusal of the right to land for social reproduction for those who have been dispossessed.
Although research suggests that many factors might kickstart the neighborhood investment and
gentrification process, more recently, scholars have begun to analyze the different ways that
urban greening initiatives have worked to bring new capital and people into previously
disinvested areas. Melissa Checker (2011) argues that that eco-gentrification occurs upon “the
convergence of urban redevelopment, ecologically-minded initiatives and environmental justice
activism in an era of advanced capitalism” (212). She asserts that contrary to traditional forms of
gentrification, environmental gentrification operates through a discourse of sustainability that has
become a mode of “post-political” governance due to its appeal to the environmental “moralist”
values, thus de-linking sustainability from “original'' forms of environmental justice, and
effectively delegitimizing critiques of urban sustainable development. I argue that environmental
gentrification is a violent practice that has been greenwashed by the a-political narratives
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embedded in the sustainability movement, and other scholars are beginning to argue that
eco-gentrification might be an unintended consequence of the urban agriculture movement.
Despite the often progressive and radical nature of food justice oriented urban
agriculture, its reality and operation in a neoliberal capital system raises concerns about how
exactly it changes space and for whom. Nathan McClintock (2018) argues that oftentimes the
work of food justice advocates in an urban agriculture context is appropriated and valorized as
capital, within the process of environmental gentrification. Further, the functioning of urban
agriculture as a white space within a racial capital lens, fundamentally works to add value to the
land by virtue of its whiteness, effectively changing a space previously devoid of capital,
attracting further development, and inviting the process of eco-gentrification (Pulido 2010).
Alkon and Cadji (2018) argue that not only does food justice oriented urban agriculture in
low-income communities attract capital and development, but also people, particularly through
the creation of green aesthetics that appeal to affluent whites and fuel the process of
environmental or green gentrification. The authors also suggest that food justice activists
oftentimes share some of the same characteristics as Richard Florida’s controversial “Creative
Class”, a group who Florida (2002) argues promote economic development in post-industrial
cities and “include people in science and engineering, architecture and design, education, arts,
music and entertainment whose economic function is to create new ideas, new technology, and
new creative content… all members of the Creative Class… share a common ethos that values
creativity, individuality, difference, and merit” (8). While food justice activists are engaging in
well-intentioned work in their communities, researchers have labeled food justice activists as
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early gentrifiers, synonymous with the “Creative Class”, whose aesthetics and tastes, are
bolstered by urban boosters and realtors.
While there is no lack of good intentions for food justice activists, a growing body of
literature suggests that urban agriculture has become one of the mechanisms through which
gentrification operates. Although urban agriculture is acclaimed for its work in food justice, and
sustainability, its existence in the neoliberal capital city, and its entanglement with the white
nature of the alternative food movement challenge the ability of urban agriculture organizations
to achieve “original” notions of justice. While the varying ways that urban agriculture changes
land value and invites gentrification is dependent on the scale and organization of an urban
agriculture project, trends in the research call for a critical analysis of the practice of food justice
oriented urban agriculture as it relates to neighborhood change and gentrification. Through my
research, I aim to identify how urban agriculture contributes to gentrification in Oakland, and
how food justice organizations address this gentrification in the communities that they intend to
serve, in an effort to add to the conversation on ways to avoid this gentrification trap.

Methods

To address the gap in this research, and to determine the different ways that urban agriculture
organizations contribute to and address gentrification in Oakland, I perform a comparative
analysis between two food justice oriented urban agriculture organizations. Using historical
census data, archival property assessment information, and historic Google Maps imagery, I
illustrate a detailed history of neighborhood change in relationship to the introduction of urban
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agriculture in each respective neighborhood. To supplement this archival data with narratives
from both organizational leaders, community members, and real estate investors, I utilize a series
of semi-structured interviews and collect interview data from past news sources.
Archival Census data is used to detail the characteristics, and long history of human and
community migration into and out of the identified neighborhoods of interest through this
research study area. More specifically, I look at patterns of racial migration to place context to
the problematic history of forced migration that is systematically applied to communities of color
in the interest of capital. In addition, I perform in-depth property research to determine the
micro-level indicators of gentrification in each community. Using publicly available property
assessment information from the Alameda County Assessor’s office, I randomly identify
numerous properties in the block immediately surrounding the urban agriculture project in each
neighborhood and analyze each for change in assessed value from the years 2010 - 2020. I use
this data in congruence with historic Google Maps imagery to determine the timing and
appearance of neighborhood investment as it relates to the introduction of urban agriculture into
the community.
To supplement this data and open a dialogue into the second part of my research
question, about how these urban agriculture organizations respond to the gentrification that might
be caused by their project, I use a series of semi-structured interviews and previously published
interviews from new sources. The semi-structured interview is intended to provide clarity and
understanding to the social phenomena under examination through this research, as well as
provide space for the research participants to narrate their unique experiences, and offer new
meanings to the focus of the research. Galletta and Cross (2013) state, “The semi-structured
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interview offers researchers a way to attend to lived experience and pursue questions from extant
theory”(72). Through the interviews, I use my understanding of urban agriculture and
gentrification literature to ask participants clear and accessible, yet pointed questions relating to
my research. The semi-structured interview coupled with sourced interviews from previously
published articles provides the narratives necessary to understand how community members, real
estate speculators, and individuals in leadership roles in agriculture organizations might perceive,
approach, or ignore the issue of gentrification as it relates to the food justice project in question.
My goal through this research is not to create a dominant narrative for the communities
identified, but to rather provide a platform to uplift the diverse narratives held by my research
participants. A semi-structured interview method will allow for research that gives room for the
participants to lead the conversation. More specifically, the second part of my research question
of how urban agriculture organizations address gentrification invites a semi-structured interview
method because the question itself is open-ended, and each organization is set up differently,
located in a unique neighborhood with particular characteristics that call for participants to have
agency explaining the diverse ways that they believe urban agriculture has affected their
community.
Through my interviews, there are a few separate streams of information that I am
attempting to obtain. First, in my interviews with individuals in leadership or advocacy positions
within urban agriculture organizations, I collect narratives about how these organizations
understand their relationship to gentrification, and how they might or might not actively work to
combat this consequence. Through my interviews with community members, I collect narratives
about how these individuals perceive the urban agriculture in their neighborhood as a mechanism
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through which gentrification operates. Third, in interviewing real estate agents and housing
developers, I aim to understand how they use urban agriculture to bolster the image of a
neighborhood.
More practically, I utilized several different methods to recruit participants. To gain
contact with those in leadership or advocacy positions in urban agriculture organizations, I
reached out via email or direct message on social media. To gain contact with residents living in
the communities, I mailed letters to 20 households per neighborhood in close proximity to each
of the urban agriculture projects identified, and I reached out to journalists who had already
published articles about long-term community members’ perceptions on gentrification in the
neighborhood. To gain contact with real estate agents or housing developers, I found ownership
information for properties through the Alameda County Assessor’s Office, and the Secretary of
State LLC lookup to determine which real estate developers had experience in the neighborhood
so I could then reach via email or social media. For research with real estate developers, I also
utilized news sources that published past articles on these developers.
While the data I obtained was rich, there were a handful of limitations that I faced in this
research. First, although my choice in performing a comparative analysis allowed for a better
grasp on how different projects might uniquely facilitate and address gentrification, dealing with
two separate localities within a constrained time frame limited my ability to more thoroughly
interview participants at each location. In addition, although my findings are significant, a
comparative analysis between two urban agriculture organizations that differ drastically in size
and scale, also leaves open room for discussion about whether the lack in gentrification relating
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to Acta Non Verba’s urban Farm at Tassafaronga Park is a product of scale rather than
organizational structure.
Perhaps the single most significant limitation to this research was that it was performed in
full during the COVID-19 Pandemic. Remotely recruiting participants for research was perhaps
the largest limiting factor as a direct result of COVID-19. I received 0 responses from the 40
different letters I mailed to Oakland for community members’ homes for outreach and received
far fewer email responses than I sent. During a time of isolation, economic, and public health
crises, understandably, the larger message I received from this lack of response was that my
research was not a priority to those I reached out to. Due to this limitation, I shifted my attention
in research more towards property data and archival research and relied more heavily on
interviews from previously published news sources.
In careful consideration of this research's deep tie to identity and belonging for
communities that, for years have been so deeply and systemically marginalized, I must offer a
positionality statement on my experience and identity as it relates to the communities that I aim
to elevate through this research.

Positionality Statement

To carry out this project most ethically and intentionally, and to actively engage in a
decolonizing approach to this research, here I describe my relationship to food justice activism
and to the communities in question, in a demonstration of my positionality to this research
project. My interest in this topic comes after a year of experience with The Community
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Engagement, Design and Research Center at the University of Colorado. During my time with
CEDaR, I worked as a green infrastructure intern, conducting research to gain funding for green
infrastructure projects in Westwood, Denver. Located in the southwest Denver metro area,
Westwood is home to one of Denver’s vibrant Latinx communities, yet is also one of Denver’s
most economically marginalized neighborhoods, maintaining a poverty rate of 33%, over twice
the rate of Denver’s average (The Piton Foundation, 2016). Through my experience with
CEDaR, I quickly came to understand that my role on this project was highly controversial. Our
efforts to implement green infrastructure in this historically marginalized neighborhood, although
well-intentioned to help create a more walkable neighborhood for the residents of Westwood,
seemed to instead be effectively creating a more walkable neighborhood for future transplants
into the neighborhood. Through the project, I came to understand that our green infrastructure
improvements were attracting investment into the neighborhood, raising property values, which
then effectively leads to the displacement of the long-term residents that we sought to serve.
Although this experience came at a high cost, I learned an immense amount about the thin line
that planners and advocates walk when attempting any sort of community development efforts in
marginalized communities. I have settled on this capstone topic, to take this lesson a step further
and better understand exactly how different approaches to green infrastructure, specifically urban
agriculture, can facilitate gentrification and displacement on a micro-level. Informed and
humbled by my experience in Westwood, this research aims to come up with real examples from
a policy and organizational structure perspective on the different ways that food justice
organizations approach this gentrification trap, to inform my policy recommendations on ways to
avoid this gentrification relationship for future community development efforts.
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Due to this experience in Westwood, I understand my position as a researcher in this field
to be highly controversial. Not only is my position contentious, but my identity as a white
woman performing this research in racially diverse neighborhoods of which I do not live is also
grounds for scrutiny. Due to the inherently racialized nature of this research, as exposed through
the literature, it is critical that I examine and unpack my relationship to the communities that I
am researching, and adjust my research so as not to create a dominant narrative for the
communities identified, but rather to assist in uplifting the diverse experiences and perspectives
that these communities hold. I do recognize that my position as a white researcher with a limited
stake in the community of interest also has the potential to create tension, confusion, and perhaps
evoke cynicism, as I may appear to identify more closely with those who I seek to resist through
my research. Additionally, through the literature it has become apparent that food justice oriented
urban agriculture projects are often adapted and appropriated into a wider sustainability
discourse and made white, further exposing my position as a white researcher with a background
in environmental studies. Given this understanding of my position, I foresee the
researcher/subject power dynamic to present an obstacle in my interactions with the communities
identified.
To be an outsider looking in is exactly the problem that I am attempting to dismantle
through this research, and in an effort to decolonize my methodologies, it is critical for this
research to not simply critique the relationships that exist between urban agriculture projects and
gentrification, but rather to center the work of BIPOC and community-led organizations to
provide a set of actionable recommendations informed by the data and narratives gathered
through my research. In their work on decolonizing food justice research, Bradley and Herrera
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(2016) argue that food justice research which simply critiques “moralist” notions of food justice,
does not necessarily constitute “original” notions of food justice and that to achieve decolonized
research methodologies, research must center the experiences of the oppressed to honor original
notions of food justice. With this in mind, I am committed to the work of anti-racism and
decolonization in my research and will consistently work to critically analyze and unpack my
position as a researcher in this field, in order to adequately serve the communities that I have
identified.
With my positionality in mind and before diving into the analysis of data, I proceed with
intentionality and care into the deep history of the communities that I aim to center through this
research, before describing the different ways that urban agriculture has impacted these
communities.

Relevant Community History

To understand how these urban agriculture organizations uniquely impact the communities that
they operate within, it is critical to first take a deep dive into the history of each neighborhood
and the conditions that were applied to the communities to create a need for food justice oriented
urban agriculture in the first place. City Slicker Farm’s West Oakland Farm Park is located in the
Dogtown neighborhood of West Oakland, while Acta Non Verba’s Farm at Tassafaronga Park is
located in the Woodland Neighborhood of Deep East Oakland. Here I talk about the long history
of community migration into and out of these spaces as it relates to larger systems of segregation,
housing discrimination, urban renewal, and gentrification. To follow this with a more specific
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history on urban agriculture in these communities, I then dive into a history of urban agriculture
movements in the U.S., as well as a brief history of the ways that food justice oriented urban
agriculture has occupied and created greenspaces in Oakland.

Home Owners’ Loan Corporation Map depicting redlined neighborhoods of Oakland in 1937

West Oakland: from working-class to deindustrialization to (select) riches?
City Slicker Farms’ West Oakland Farm Park is located in Dogtown, a neighborhood in
the northwest corner of West Oakland. Historically, West Oakland has long been considered one
of the most celebrated Black communities in the West. Arguably no event since its incorporation
as a city has transformed Oakland’s population more than World War II. A massive influx of
Black migrants from southern to northern cities characterized this period. From 1940-1950,

28

Oakland saw its Black population increase 462% from 8,462 to 47,562 people, many of whom
found a home in West Oakland (Quintard 2012). Decades of redlining, restrictive covenants, and
the construction of all-Black housing projects funneled Black residents into West Oakland, its
Black population growing from 16% in 1940 to 62% in 1950 (Quintard 2012). Initially
characterized by periods of Black liberation, and prosperity due to the availability of shipyard
work, West Oakland became home to a plethora of Black-owned businesses and professional
offices, yet after WWII, Oakland’s wartime economy subsided, and many remaining industries
departed the city for cheaper land with fewer environmental regulations. Post-WWII
deindustrialization left Black Oakland with little opportunity for work or mobility, which was
followed by years of disinvestment in West Oakland. Significant urban renewal projects in the
1960s effectively bulldozed much of West Oakland’s booming commercial district, which
slashed employment opportunities, and forced thousands of West Oaklanders to relocate. For
example, the construction of the BART, and Nimitz freeway, led to the destruction of 7,000
housing units from 1960-1966 (only 500 of which were rebuilt)(Quintard 2012). Residents
displaced during this time period found refuge in East Oakland, previously occupied by white
working-class and immigrant families who had the means to flee deindustrialized Oakland in
pursuit of a more suburban, quiet lifestyle. West Oakland is still home to a large proportion of
Oakland’s Black community, however, pressures of gentrification have increasingly impacted the
affordability of this neighborhood along with the residents who call it home.
The 1990’s tech boom in San Francisco’s put immense pressure on the housing market of
the Bay Area, creating a domino effect in West Oakland. From 1998 to 2005, West Oakland saw
a 700% increase in average home price, an increase that far outpaced West Oakland resident’s
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annual income (Zimmerman 2009). A housing affordability crisis disproportionately affected
West Oakland’s Black community, inviting a large influx of new white residents to the
neighborhood and forcing the displacement of long-term residents out of the neighborhood. Data
suggests that around 30% of Oakland’s low-income people of color who moved as a result of
displacement, left the Bay Area altogether (Chapple and Thomas 2020). Many others, not
willing to leave the Bay, are relocating to areas in East Oakland, where rents tend to be more
affordable.

The Deep East
Acta Non Verba at Tassafaronga Park is located in the Woodland neighborhood of Deep
East Oakland. Neighbored half by residential districts, and half by industrial and commercial
areas, Woodland, and the Deep East as a whole, are shaped by a long history of migration.
Historically, East Oakland, particularly the Elmhurst District has been subjected to redlining and
restrictive covenants, where real estate companies drew racialized boundaries, placing white
residents in the hills (locally considered The Bible Belt, for its primarily white middle-class
protestant population), and immigrants, working classes, and residents of color restricted to the
flatlands (Quintard 2012). While WWII invited large numbers of African Americans into West
Oakland, East Oakland during this time remained relatively white and white immigrant. To this
point, in comparison to West Oakland, the Highland/Woodland neighborhood of East Oakland,
which is where Acta Non Verba is located today, maintained a population that was 87.6% White
according to 1950 census data, while the Clawson/McClymonds neighborhood of West Oakland,
maintained a 72.1% Black population during this same census period (U.S. Census Bureau
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1950). Post-WWII deindustrialization impacted East Oakland similarly to West Oakland,
however the economic mobility of East Oakland’s primarily white population during this time,
allowed these residents to follow industry out of the City, resulting in a period of white flight and
disinvestment from neighborhoods in East Oakland. This migration of working-class whites and
immigrants out of East Oakland, accompanied by decades of the violent upheaval of homes
during Urban Renewal in West Oakland, invited a significant number of displaced West
Oaklanders to move into the aging and deteriorating housing stock that remained in East
Oakland. In addition to this post-WWII influx of West Oakland’s displaced Black community,
East Oakland also saw an increase in its Latinx community during this time.
The histories of Oakland’s Latinx communities are both vast, and unique. The continual
migration of Latinx peoples into the Bay Area today, along with the fact that California was a
Mexican territory before it was annexed into the U.S. in 1848, adds significant complexity to the
narratives of Latinx peoples in the East Bay. While California was composed of many
Mexican/Spanish Californios (Spanish speaking Californian’s native to and occupying California
before American occupation) before the 1850s, after its annexation to the U.S., The California
Gold Rush brought white Americans into California at a rate that far exceeded the Mexican
Californians (Saragoza 2003). What followed was a long period of Mexican Californian land
dispossession to the white man and a period of Mexican/Spanish Californio erasure. This
information serves to explain the relatively small number of Mexican/Latinx identifying
Californios remaining at the beginning of the 20th century in the Bay Area.
The first documented Latinx barrio (neighborhood) in the formally recognized
jurisdiction of Oakland was actually in an area of West Oakland, today known as Old Oakland or
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Acorn (Saragoza 2003). In the early 20th century, more Latinx individuals, mainly Mexican’s
fleeing violence of the Mexican Revolution and also Puerto Ricans, Cuban’s and Central
Americans, migrated to Oakland. Similar to West Oakland’s Black community, Latinx
Oaklanders often found work in the wartime industries. In addition, the Bracero Program in 1943
brought 5,000 Mexican Laborers to Oakland to fill wartime positions in the shipyards and the
Southern Pacific Railroad (Ortiz, n.d.). The end of WWII meant the end of wartime industry for
much of Oakland’s Latinx community, and coupled with West Oakland’s urban renewal, many
Latinx’s were forced to relocate to East Oakland. While West Oakland’s Latinx community was
significantly smaller than the Black community, geographically their barrio was more squarely
located in the path of the Nimitz Freeway and BART construction projects, resulting in a
near-complete demolition of West Oakland’s Latinx neighborhood. This forced the majority of
West Oakland’s Latinx population out to areas in East Oakland, most notably Fruitvale and
Jingletown. Although Fruitvale and Jingletown are geographically set more west of the
Woodland/Highland neighborhood of East Oakland that I am focusing on through this research,
it is still important to understand this larger Latinx migration to these regions of East Oakland to
put into context the 60% Latinx population which currently resides in the Woodland/Highland
neighborhoods(U.S. Census Bureau 2019).
The Woodland/Highland neighborhood today maintains a population that is majority
Latinx, however, from 1970 to 1990 the area was primarily Black suggesting that there is good
reason to examine the neighborhood’s more recent demographic shift and decreasing Black
population, perhaps within a greater context of gentrification. Census data suggests that the
Woodland/Highland neighborhood saw its first Latinx majority in the year 2000, as 49.8% of
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residents self-identified as Hispanic/Latinx, where in comparison to 1990 only 26% identified as
Latinx, and a larger 67% identifying as Black (U.S. Census Bureau 2000)(U.S. Census Bureau
1990). This demographic shift of Latinxs into Deep East Oakland came as a result of continued
migration of Latinx’s into the East Bay, as well as a continually decreasing population of Black
people out of East Oakland (Romem and Kneebone 2018). Although significant demographic
changes are occurring in the Woodland/Highland neighborhood, research suggests that this area
is yet to fully succumb to the forces of gentrification that have engulfed much of the rest of the
Bay Area. UC Berkeley’s, Urban Displacement Project characterized the Woodland/Highland
area in 2018, as low income and susceptible to gentrification, meaning a low-income tract that
maintains characteristics of neighborhood affordability and stability, while also being at risk of
gentrification and displacement in the future (Chapple and Thomas 2020).
Grounded in these histories, we can better understand the conditions that preceded the
more recent wave of urban agriculture into these neighborhoods, therefore better understanding
the unique ways that urban agriculture has brought change into these communities today. Now,
considering the contemporary expansion of urban agriculture into these neighborhoods, it is
important to do so with an understanding of the diverse functions that urban agriculture has
historically played in neighborhoods to better grasp the phenomenon we see with urban
agriculture and gentrification today.
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A brief history of urban agriculture movements in the U.S.
Although urban agriculture is gaining increased recognition from urbanists and city
planners across the country, the seemingly new phenomenon has a longstanding history in the
United States. In fact, agriculture was largely an urban affair in the United States before
urbanization and the advancement of farming technologies that made outsourcing agriculture
more profitable and efficient (Glasser 2018). Historians suggest that despite the disappearance of
agriculture from urban areas, periods of urban social or economic crisis tended to promote a
resurgence of agriculture in the city. Thomas Bassett (1979) is recognized as one of the first
scholars to document and lay out a detailed history of urban agriculture in the United States, and
he argues that there are several distinct periods of urban agriculture movements in U.S. history:
Potato patches during the panic of 1893; school gardens for character formation of children in
the early 20th century; city garden plots for urban beautification during the progressive era;
Liberty gardens for food security during WWI; Relief gardens for the great depression; Victory
gardens during WWII; and community gardens for urban social movements in the 1970s.

(Pudup 2008)
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Bassett’s work leaves us in the 1980s, during the onset of global neoliberalism, arguably
one the most influential turning points in global social and economic history, and other scholars
have picked up where he left off.
Mary Pudup (2008), argues that “gardening has become an increasingly favored response
to the individual and collective disenfranchisement of neoliberal economic restructuring” (1232)
and suggests that three distinct discourses and movements, oriented towards the goal of
collective resistance and individual self-improvement, have made up contemporary urban
agriculture. These movements are: urban gardening in response to urban restructuring
post-1970s; the horticultural therapy movement emerging from environmental and social
movements of the 1970s and 1980s; and most recently, environmental activism and community
greening. Pudup and Bassett have structured a fairly comprehensive history of urban agriculture
movements in the United States, however, neither of them fully characterize the urban planner’s
role in the rise of contemporary urban agriculture.
Urban food system planning in the U.S. has grown immensely since 2000, as planners
have increasingly recognized urban agriculture as a means to increase urban sustainability,
livability, and food justice (Pothukuchi 2009). Planners have supported the growth of urban
agriculture by removing zoning barriers, amending building codes, creating incentive programs,
writing supportive policies, creating urban agriculture councils, offering programming funding,
and public land in support of urban agriculture (Horst, McClintock, and Hoey 2017). This
significant supportive policy action is a phenomenon that is unique to planning in the 21st
century and has emerged alongside a growing movement for food justice oriented urban
agriculture in Oakland. The need for food justice in Oakland, however, does have geographic
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specificity and has largely been commissioned to serve low-income communities of color in the
flatlands of the city.
The demand for urban agriculture in Oakland’s Flatlands comes from decades of
discrimination, and racist housing policies that have shaped and created the prevalence of
poverty, food insecurity, and desertification in these neighborhoods today. Set among a region so
rich in agricultural lands, the food deserts of the flatlands contrast immensely. For example,
neighborhood disinvestment alongside the onset of neoliberalism forced grocery stores in West
Oakland to decline from 137 in 1960 to 22 in 1980 (Horst, McClintock, and Hoey 2017). In
2006, a Food Systems Assessment in Oakland reported dramatic disparities in access to grocery
stores for Oakland flatland residents specifically in West and East Oakland, reporting high levels
of food insecurity in these areas due to a lack of full-service grocery stores and a percentage of
residents without cars (Unger and Wooten 2006). This informative report, commissioned by the
Mayor’s Office of Sustainability, not only shows how drastically food insecurity plagues
Oakland’s economically marginalized communities of color, but it also reveals a turning point in
The City of Oakland’s attention towards food justice, urban sustainability, and urban agriculture.
The emergence of top-down food justice oriented urban agriculture, or at least urban
agriculture that has policy support from city legislators, emerged in Oakland in congruence with
a larger movement for city reinvestment. The 2006 report, which includes many food policy and
land use recommendations and has led to the creation of the Oakland Food Policy Council, also
contains information supporting the redevelopment of the flatlands through measures such as tax
increment financing, tenant improvement programs, and a Façade Improvement Program, all
aimed at attracting private investment into disinvested city spaces (Unger and Wooten 2006).
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What is interesting about this report, is that it reveals the City of Oakland’s interest in the use of
local food production as a mechanism for community redevelopment in disinvested
neighborhoods. While planning for community development itself should be an equity-focused
endeavor, if community development is accompanied by the displacement of long-term
community members, then it fails to serve the community, and rather serves to attract capital
instead. This then more widely supports claims in the literature that urban agriculture can be used
to facilitate gentrification, and is critically important to grasp in order to understand the role that
The City of Oakland has played in the prevalence of gentrification in communities with urban
agriculture projects that we currently see today.
Agriculture has a long storied history in our urban areas, serving many different
functions across different historical periods. Today, cities like Oakland, are using urban
agriculture as a redevelopment mechanism, and though that's not to say that all urban agriculture
projects are created to attract capital investment, this history suggests that the two might be
interconnected in Oakland. The broader history of how food insecurity was created in Oakland,
and how the city might be appropriating urban agriculture for capital improvement is critically
important to understand in order to unpack the history of neighborhood change as it relates to the
urban agriculture projects that I engage with through this research. City Slicker Farms in West
Oakland and Acta Non Verba in Deep East Oakland, are two of these urban agriculture
organizations that have emerged to combat food insecurity in their neighborhoods over the past
20 years, and they are both located in flatland neighborhoods identified for redevelopment in this
2006 report.
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A deep understanding of historic demographic migration patterns in Oakland, coupled
with an understanding of the history of urban agriculture movements in U.S. cities and the shift
in the use of urban agriculture as a top-down redevelopment strategy, gives us a very clear
understanding of how individual urban agriculture projects can become an integral part of larger
neighborhood change in a community in Oakland. Now with this information in mind, I will
begin the discussion on my data collection for analysis.

Data Analysis

Through a series of interviews, property data research, and analysis of previously published news
articles, here I briefly describe a history of each of the urban agriculture organizations, their
programs, missions, staff, and who they serve. Next, I look extensively at the development of
each urban agriculture project. Here I describe how the organizations acquire the land that they
are located on and describe how the land changed through development, and how that plays an
important role in understanding the appearance of physical change in the neighborhood. I then
tackle neighborhood characteristics and change before and after the introduction of urban
agriculture projects. In this section, I use publicly available archival property assessment
information, I go into an analysis of property value change over time of numerous properties in
immediate proximity to the urban agriculture project and analyze change related to the
introduction of urban agriculture into the community to understand micro-level property value
shifts. I then utilize census data to visually display the changing rate of homeownership over
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time in the regions surrounding the urban agriculture projects. Finally, I dive into interviews with
community members and organizations within the urban agriculture organizations.

Urban agriculture organizations identified for comparative analysis

City Slicker Farms - West Oakland Farm Park
City Slicker Farms is an urban agriculture organization based in West Oakland, created
with a mission to empower West Oakland community members to meet their basic needs for
healthy fresh food through the creation of sustainable urban farms and backyard gardens.
Founded in 2000 by food justice activist and Sonoma County native, Willow Rosenthal, the
organization began with a small West Oakland project called Center Street Farm, and over the
past 20 years has grown into an organization that has helped construct over 550 backyard
gardens and community farms in West Oakland. According to an article in Berkeleyside,
Rosenthal moved to West Oakland in 1997, intending to do food justice work, interning with
East Bay food justice organization, Food First, and volunteering with the Organic Consumers
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Association (Henry 2019). When asked about her inspiration to start City Slicker Farms,
Rosenthal, in a 2008 interview with the Earth Island Journal stated, “ I wanted to be a farmer,
and I didn’t want to just grow food for wealthy people. I really believed in the organic
movement, and I had come up through that being mentored by some other farmers who were
really amazing” (Mark 2008). Struck by the excess of vacant land and absence of grocery stores,
Rosenthal founded City Slicker Farms and purchased a small lot on the corner of Center Street
and 16th Street in the Lower Bottoms neighborhood of West Oakland (Henry 2019).
In 2010, the organization was awarded $4,000,000 in funding from the State of
California’s Proposition 84, a bond measure passed in 2006 that authorized $5 billion in funding
for projects aimed at improving natural resource control, and improvement of local parks for
projects across the state of California (Finnin 2010). As a result, in 2012, City Slicker Farms
purchased a 1.4 acre brownfield lot at the corner of Peralta and Helen Street in Dogtown, West
Oakland, and constructed its largest urban farm project, The West Oakland Farm Park. Since
2016, the Farm Park has been providing community members with locally sourced food,
farming/community education programs for youth, and group workday programs for
organizations to host team-building events.

Land ownership prior to the West Oakland Farm Park
While the once contaminated empty lot at 2847 Peralta is now revitalized with fresh
produce, greenhouses, and live animals, this space was once blighted and environmentally
hazardous. In 2005, Peralta Street LLC, a subsidiary of San Francisco based real estate
development company the Emerald Fund, purchased the property along with 4 other neighboring
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lots. The vacant industrial land was previously home to a paint factory and junkyard, both of
which polluted the surrounding soil and required the California Department of Substance Control
to remediate soil up to two feet deep in 2006 (Laurel Steinberger 2015). After remediation, the
Emerald Fund planned to pursue the development of 100 live/work oriented townhouses and
apartments on its newly purchased land, however, the economic hardship of the 2007 financial
crisis forced The Emerald Fund to reconsider development plans, leading to a connection with
City Slicker Farms (Markham 2014). In an article in The New Yorker, Marc Babsin, a principal
at the Emerald Fund, talks about their struggle maintaining the land at 2847 Peralta Street after
the financial crisis of the great recession, and their intentions behind reaching out to City Slicker
Farms. “We had to spend a lot of time and resources, when we owned it, keeping the homeless
out. People would set up encampments, people would dump things there. Instead of that, having
this very activated space where people are coming and going and growing vegetables—it’s got to
be better for the neighborhood and property values”(Markham 2014). Here, Babsin clearly links
the existence of the West Oakland Farm Park, to the development of capital and real estate prices
for the neighborhood, and provides a statement that can be used to ground the wider intention of
the development of the West Oakland Farm Park. While City Slicker Farms received funding for
the project in 2010, an official change in ownership of the land was not completed until 2012
when the Emerald Fund engaged in a Transfer of Development Rights to City Slicker Farms. In
this transaction, the Emerald Fund’s originally purchased 5 parcels were congregated into two
(2847 Peralta Street and 2850 Hannah Street), retaining ownership and development plans for
2850 Hannah Street, and transferring 2847 Peralta Street property to City Slicker Farms to
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develop a large urban farm with permitted use of crop and animal raising agricultural activity
(“Oakland City Planning Commission” 2014).
This analysis has made apparent the long-standing intentions to develop the previously
vacant land of the West Oakland Farm Park for capital investment. Grounded in this history, we
can work to better examine the impacts that the West Oakland Farm Park has had on the
surrounding community’s character, property values, and migration patterns to make a statement
on gentrification in the larger Dogtown neighborhood as it relates to urban agriculture. To better
understand the process of speculative development and how it has transformed this corner of
Dogtown, it is important to understand the physical changes in space that these developments
and plans had on the community.

Signs of change: from brownfield to urban oasis (literally)
Here I examine historical Google Maps imagery to tell a story of neighborhood
transformation over time. Although these images tell only a visible story of perceived
neighborhood change, omitting larger details on City Slicker Farms efforts in engaging the
community in the design and planning process of the farm park, these images do provide strong
evidence to support data on the property value changes related to the introduction of urban
agriculture into the Dogtown neighborhood (see appendix for visual aid).
Although City Slicker Farms secured funding for the West Oakland Farm Park in 2010, a
proposal and conditional use permit for the farm park was not submitted to the City of Oakland’s
Planning Commission until March of 2014, and the space lay vacant until the approval of
development (“Oakland City Planning Commission” 2014). In an examination of historical
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Google Maps imagery, the vacant brownfield lot at 2847 Peralta Street did not see physical signs
of change until the introduction of sheds and storage containers emerged on the lot in August of
2014. In June of 2015, a largely visible sign reading “Future Home of The West Oakland Urban
Farm and Park” can be seen from google image pictures from Peralta Street. Of additional
importance, in this same image taken in 2015, there are signs of infrastructure investment, as
Peralta Street sports a freshly paved road and newly introduced bicycle lane along the perimeter
of the soon-to-be West Oakland Farm Park, suggestive of a larger redevelopment effort in this
area by the city. In the next chronological Google Maps Street View image taken in December of
2015, an obvious structure is in development, of what will soon serve as the office building and
home base for City Slicker Farms. Images from February of 2016 reveal the farm park, fully
stripped of its fencing and free of bulldozers with garden beds and greenhouses along Helen
Street made visible. Google Maps Images from July 2016, one month after the West Oakland
Farm Park officially launched, according to its website, shows a freshly painted structure, along
with green sprouts coming from the garden beds.
Today the West Oakland Farm Park serves as a backyard for the Hannah Park Urban
Oasis apartment complex, a 90 unit mixed-use apartment building owned by Riaz Capital
consisting of 84 - 1 bedroom apartments and 6 studios on top of 2 ground floor retail spaces
located at 2850 Hannah Street. Although the Assessors office information suggests that in 2017,
the Emerald Fund transferred 2850 Hannah Street to Hannah Park LP, a subsidiary of
Oakland-based developer Riaz Capital, the constriction of a 90 unit housing development is
consistent with the Emerald Fund’s 2006 development plan, a plan that seems to have been
merely stabilized by the earlier introduction of the West Oakland Farm Park. While the
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construction of housing in this once deeply marginalized community is not problematic in and of
itself, the Hannah Park Apartment today includes 0 units for fixed or low-income people and, in
a statement on its website, even boldly claims ties to the history of the neighborhood through a
misinformed attempt to tell the story of how Dogtown gained its name, stating “Legend has it the
neighborhood earned its name in the late 1960s when local basketball players learned to come
home when residents put their dogs outside at dinner time” (“The Neighborhood” 2019).
Long-term residents know the neighborhood claimed its name due to the plethora of stray dogs
that once roamed the neighborhood (Taylor 2018).
While this last point provides anecdotal evidence of an erasure of history and culture that
often accompanies gentrification, its existence within a larger movement of capital into a
neighborhood strengthens the claims that urban agriculture worked to usher investment into this
community. And while there were initially plans to develop housing on the vacant lot at Peralta
Street by the Emerald Fund back in 2006, the introduction of urban agriculture into this vacant
lot worked to stabilize this space until developers were ready to break ground. I use Google
Maps imaging to show how urban agriculture was the first visible development to infiltrate this
land, in order to describe what the development and physical transformation of this land might
look like from a speculative perspective. In this next section, I perform an analysis of the change
in assessed value over time of 20 properties randomly selected in the immediate block
surrounding the West Oakland Farm Park to determine property value change that might occur as
a result of the development of the West Oakland Farm Park.

Property Value, Turnover Rate, and Homeownership Rates in West Oakland
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While research such as the Urban Displacement Project has broken down gentrification
and displacement at a census tract level, here I aim to look at the pressures and signifiers of
gentrification on a micro-scale by identifying 19 properties in immediate proximity to the urban
agriculture project in each neighborhood and examine each for change in assessed property value
over time. Additionally, I examine the property ownership information of these homes, to search
for signs of real estate investment into these properties. Limited Liability Corporations (LLCs)
are oftentimes used by real estate investors to protect their assets when engaging in the practice
of flipping houses for a profit. Property ownership change to an LLC is a strong sign of
gentrification on a micro level in a community. In this analysis, I compile the number of LLC
property transfers to determine change.

Properties selected for analysis
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In an analysis of 19 properties randomly selected within a 1-2 block range of the West
Oakland Farm Park, data shows a dramatic uptick in property values after 2014, which is
suggestive of an increase in speculative real estate development during this time. More
specifically, the timing of investment into this neighborhood is congregated around the years
2014-2018. Of the 19 properties identified above, 7 of them were transferred to Limited Liability
Corporations between the year 2014 and 2018. This is significant because the timing of
investment here is in line with the timing of the development of the West Oakland Farm Park.
Google Maps imagery showed signs of physical change on the West Oakland Farm Park Site
beginning in August of 2014, and the timing of the increase in property values that we see here is
consistent with the timing of investment onto the farm. This data gives us a timeline for
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speculative investment into the surrounding area and coupled with an understanding of the
history of the development of the West Oakland Farm Park, and the intentions of selling the
vacant lot at 2847 Peralta Street, there is a strong case here for gentrification that is significantly
impacted by the implementation of urban agriculture into the neighborhood.
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The maps above show the change in homeownership rate over time in a select geographic
area of West Oakland. The green trapezoid near the center of the map at Peralta Street represents
the West Oakland Farm Park. From the year 2013 to 2016, the rate of homeownership increases
dramatically, with this block group in 2013 having a 27% rate of owner-occupied housing units
(as opposed to 73% renter-occupied) and in 2016, the same block group shows 46% of its
housing stock as owner-occupied (and 54% renter-occupied). This is a dramatic increase in
owner occupancy over 3 years and is consistent with the timing of the spike in assessed property
values from the previously analyzed data set. In 2019, in this same block group, the rate of
homeownership still increases though at a less dramatic rate, with 58% of the housing stock
being owner-occupied and 42% renter-occupied. The trends in these maps are also consistent
with the timing of the introduction of the West Oakland Farm Park.
These maps showing census block groups in West Oakland are important for this
research because they also show us the change in the homeownership rate of other
neighborhoods in West Oakland. Other block groups in these maps, for example, even show a
decrease in homeownership rate over time which suggests that the change in the homeownership
rate in West Oakland is congregated to specific geographies. This map allows us to better
understand the correlation between the introduction of the West Oakland Farm Park and the
change in homeownership rate surrounding the farm, using renter vs owner data as a metric that
can be used to gauge the inflow of capital into a region. While this data does not immediately
rule out the idea that long-term community members in these areas are in fact transitioning from
renters to homeowners in their neighborhood, this data coupled with personal accounts of
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neighborhood change, suggest that these maps are representative of the greater forces of
gentrification and displacement at play in these neighborhoods.

Neighborhood change from the perspective of a long term community member
Although I had significant difficulty securing interviews from long-term community
members in Dogtown, in my research, I did find an incredibly useful interview soundbite
published in August 2018 by Otis R. Taylor Jr, a journalist previously with the San Francisco
Chronicle. Taylor (2018) interviews a resident of Dogtown who, for 40 years, has lived in one of
the homes which I identified in my property value assessment data section. In his interview,
Taylor (2018) attempts to better understand the forces of gentrification that long-term community
members have experienced in the neighborhood over recent years. For reasons of privacy, I will
keep the identity of this community member confidential in my analysis.
In speaking with Taylor about neighborhood change the interviewee begins by stating,
“There’s only about 5 of us left, 5 founding families. You wake up and bam, it’s there, new
structures, it started one by one basically.” The interviewee here begins by describing the
seemingly overnight change that has occurred in the neighborhood as a result of gentrification; a
change that is made evident both by the dramatic increase in development in the neighborhood,
as well as by the disappearance of long-term community members from neighboring homes. In
speaking about the Dogtown that the interviewee grew up in, he recounts instances of violence
and unlawful activity that were a regular occurrence in the once disinvested neighborhood. “It
was like every other week or month, somebody got killed, you don't see none of that now… most
of the crackheads live in tent cities now because there’s no more crack houses… which is a good
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thing, but it’s good and bad, everything that’s going on in the neighborhood. There’s less crime,
it’s a safer neighborhood, but there’s just no identity, it’s like you have to make $100,000 plus a
year to even think about living here.” Here, the interviewee illustrates the nature of the drastic
change that this corner of West Oakland has experienced over recent years due to the forces of
gentrification. In speaking more about how the increase in investment has impacted long-term
community members, the interviewee states, “It shocks me when I drive by some of these camps
and I see people I know and recognize. I know they used to live in a home… I know a lot of
these people in these tent cities.” The interviewee here points out the increasingly exclusive
nature of investment into this neighborhood; an investment that not only works to drive
long-term community members out, but even forced some onto the street. This statement also
provides us with a dramatic illustration of the consequences of capital investment into this
neighborhood without consideration of the ability for the most economically marginalized
residents to remain stable in their homes without economic assistance, or affordable housing
protections. In speaking about the nature of change in the neighborhood, the interviewee goes on
to state, “This neighborhood has flip flopped so much, this gentrification thing is going on. My
neighborhood is dead, this isn’t the neighborhood I grew up in, it's something entirely different…
I’ve been saying for the past 2 or 3 years now, that I am an outcast in my own neighborhood, it is
crazy. You know, they drive by and they look at me like, ‘what am I doing here, how can I live
here?’ I’ve been here!” In addition to the narrative about feeling like an outsider, considering the
timing of this interview in April of 2018, the interviewee’s statement suggests that the noticeable
timeline of neighborhood change for him was around 2015 or 2016, a date range that is
consistent with the timeline that has been created through the previous data analysis. In the final
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moments of the interview, the interviewee goes on to talk about the major developers in the
neighborhood, stating, “Another thing that is infuriating is that they come down here and they
start businesses in the name of our neighborhood, which they know nothing about… you got the
lady that built up most of these houses in the neighborhood and her company is called Dogtown
Development. To me, it’s just a slap in the face because they know nothing about Dogtown, the
history and the struggle, nothing, but they’re making a dollar off the name.” This quote from the
community member directly calls attention to properties that I have identified through this
research, which were flipped by Dogtown Development in 2015. To add context to this claim,
according to Alameda County Assessors information, 4 properties directly across from the West
Oakland Farm Park were purchased and flipped by
Dogtown Development in 2015.

Dogtown Development LLC Purchases
West Oakland Farm Park

Homes Purchased by Dogtown Development in 2015
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This interview provides my research with a raw account of the tensions and injustices that
have been created through increased investment into this neighborhood. The narrative gives
humanity to the claims of gentrification and displacement which have been made clear through
the data analysis thus far. Again while this interview does not specifically discuss the conditions
that have resulted from the introduction of urban agriculture into this community, it does provide
context to the issue of development in this neighborhood overall and is consistent with the timing
of previously analyzed data, which more widely suggests that urban agriculture was a used as a
mechanism to stabilize and prepare this neighborhood for the dramatic uptick in development.
The nature of capital investment into this neighborhood has clearly occurred without regard for
the livelihoods of those who have historically endured the struggles of the Dogtown community.
For this reason, I argue that the introduction of this urban agriculture project into this
neighborhood has not only worked to subvert City Slicker Farm’s food justice mission, but has
also worked to reproduce violence, evident through the facilitation of displacement and
homelessness.
While the story of gentrification and displacement in Downtown as it relates to the West
Oakland Farm Park has provided this research with hard data to support the claim that urban
agriculture can work to facilitate gentrification, Acta Non Verba’s organization utilized an
entirely different approach to food justice which serves provide urban agriculture activists with a
strong model for food justice oriented urban agriculture that serves its intended purpose and
community.
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Acta Non Verba at Tassafaronga Park
Acta Non Verba is a nonprofit, youth urban farm project founded in 2011 by Navy
Veteran and East Oakland Native Kelly Carlisle. Already, this story differs from City Slicker
Farms, an organization that was founded by a food justice activist who was not originally from
the community that the West Oakland Farm Park is located in. Led mainly by women of color
from the surrounding neighborhood and larger community, Acta Non Verba seeks to challenge
oppressive environments and dynamics for Oakland through the act of gardening. The origin
story of Acta Non Verba, is unique for an urban agriculture organization, as Carslile had minimal
experience with gardening, before founding the organization. What inspired her to get into
nonprofit work, was not initially a response to food insecurity in the community, but rather she
was moved into action by the 40% high school dropout rate for Oakland youth (Pope 2017).
Spurred to action, and inspired by her recent discovery of the healing powers of gardening, she
made a connection with the Director at Tassafaronga Recreation Center in Deep East Oakland
and signed a lease agreement with Oakland Parks and Recreation. Acta Non Verba at
Tassafaronga Park today is a ¼ acre farm located on public park space. The organization offers
services in education, child care, economic development, as well as access to green, safe space
and healthy food to communities sorely lacking in these areas. While Acta Non Verba currently
operates at three locations, through this research, I focus on Acta Non Verba’s flagship farm at
Tassafaronga Park.
Staffed by youth aged 5-15, the farm is located in the primarily Black and Latinx
neighborhood of Woodland in Deep East Oakland, where in 2019, the nearest public school
reported 90% of their students required federally free or reduced-price school lunch, a rate that is
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20% higher than Oakland Unified School District’s average (“Selected School Level Data: Rise
Community - Oakland Unified,” n.d.). Acta Non Verba differs from other food justice oriented
urban agriculture projects through its direct service to youth. Through camps, after-school
programs, and “garden-as-classroom” programming, youth are taught nutrition, cooking, and
entrepreneurial skills. Additionally, students engage in work on the farm and sell produce at the
Acta Non Verba Farmstand, where the proceeds are then placed into educational savings
accounts for each student. In regards to my specific research question, it is difficult to talk about
Acta Non Verba’s impact on the surrounding community without also describing the specific
context and community that Acta Non Verba explicitly seeks to serve.

Surrounded by services: Oakland Housing Authority and, Oakland Parks and Recreation
Tassafaronga Village is an affordable housing project of the Oakland Housing Authority
(OHA), which was newly constructed in 2010. In 2007, the OHA began developing plans to
remodel both deteriorating public housing and begin the construction of new housing on
previously industrial lands, which had become environmentally hazardous, and an inviting space
for crime. By its completion date in 2010, Tassafaronga Village included a 60 unit affordable
housing building, 77 affordable townhouse units for rent, 20 supportive housing units with an
on-site medical clinic, and 22 townhomes available for purchase with 500 hours of sweat equity
through Habitat for Humanity. Tassafaronga Village has received major acclaim since its
completion, winning a 2015 American Institute of Architects, Committee on the Environment
Award for excellence in sustainable architecture and environmental design. Tassafaronga Village
was also featured in a New York Times article for its use of design as a community stabilizer. In
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the article, the author highlights a report from the Oakland Police Department, which suggests
that Tassafaronga Village recorded a 25% decrease in crime in 2011 in comparison with the old
housing of 2007 (Kimmelman 2012). The innovative design at Tassafaronga Village has had an
immensely beneficial impact on the surrounding community, undeniably one that prompted Acta
Non Verba’s interest in beginning their urban farm on parkland directly adjacent to the housing
projects in the first place. In the New York Times article about Tassafaronga Village, the author
writes in speaking about the ripple effect of good design in this community, “Ms. Carlisle
(Executive Director of Acta Non Verba) said she could have chosen any green spot in Oakland to
cultivate. Having grown up near the old Tassafaronga, she recalled when this area was “the
scariest place around.” Seeing the new village, she picked the scruffy public park next to it to
start a garden for children” (Kimmelman 2012). The impacts of the newly designed Tassafaronga
Village in this community are significant and multiply far beyond just housing, and this context
of the development of Tassafaronga Village is critical to grasp before exploring the ways that
urban agriculture in this community has or has not significantly added to the narrative of
neighborhood change in this community, as it relates to gentrification and displacement.
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Tassafaronga Village rendering: Acta Non Verba is located on the adjacent public park (David Baker Architects 2010)

Property value change, turnover rate, and homeownership rates in East Oakland

Properties selected for analysis
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In an analysis of 15 properties within immediate proximity to Acta Non Verba’s Farm at
Tassafaronga Park, here we see a more slow and steady or relatively minimal change in property
value increase over time as compared to what occurred at City Slicker Farms. Additionally, of
the 15 properties identified, only one property changed ownership to an LLC, a rate much lower
than occurred with development at City Slicker Farms. This data is significant because it
suggests that the introduction of urban agriculture here did not significantly impact property
values in the neighborhood.
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Although Acta Non Verba was founded in 2011, the census tract data available for the
comparison of homeownership rate across time periods is not available before 2013 which
challenges the ability for these maps to more specifically point out trends in changing
homeownership rates relating to the introduction of urban agriculture into Woodland around
Tassafaronga Park in 2011. These maps do, however, still support this research by illustrating a
much more stable increase in homeownership rates in Deep East Oakland as opposed to West
Oakland as a whole and provide us with a better spatially informed understanding of the
disparities in investment between the two identified regions. In 2013, the census block groups
immediately surrounding Acta Non Verba at Tassafaronga Park maintained a homeownership
rate of 27% with 81% of renter-occupied housing. In 2016, 28.5% of the housing stock is
owner-occupied with 71.5% remaining renter-occupied, and the data for 2019 show no change in
these statistics, maintaining a 28.5% owner occupancy rate to 71.5% renter occupancy rate.
While the trends here provide this research with informative data relating to
neighborhood characteristics in Woodland and Deep East Oakland, it is also important to
recognize that on top of Acta Non Verba implementing their urban farm into a location that is
spatially adjacent to an affordable housing village, the farm was also introduced onto land that
was already a recreational space open for public use. Conversely, City Slicker Farm’s developed
the West Oakland Farm Park on a plot of previously vacant and blighted land which was not
open to the public or available for recreational use. This dynamic might also contribute to the
differing impacts that these urban agriculture projects have on surrounding property values in
their respective neighborhoods. While this quantitative data suggests that Acta Non Verba’s Farm
at Tassafaronga Park has not significantly contributed to gentrification in this neighborhood, a
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semi-structured interview with Aaron De La Cerda, Farm and CSA Manager at Acta Non Verba,
provided this research with a more in-depth understanding of the organizational structure and
programming that impacts Acta Non Verba’s ability to avoid this gentrification trap, and
meaningfully serve the community that it seeks to serve.

Engagement on the farm - community development first, food second
Aaron, who grew up in Fresno and learned about agriculture through education in his
youth, moved to Oakland in 2013 as an Americorp and began work in the East Bay, working
with formerly incarcerated youth moving out of the criminal justice system. It wasn't until 2017
that he met Executive Director Kelly Carslile and was brought on as Farm and CSA manager at
Acta Non Verba. “When I started the job, Kelly told me the key things are community
engagement, and maximizing output from the farm. Our thing was to try to engage the neighbors
in the community, especially in the Tassa community, and we always let people know that it's by
donation, from the community it is free and by donation. We are not just food justice, we are
building community. Our impact feels greater when we’re not just trying to feed people - we’re
giving people opportunities. Immediately, Aaron draws a connection between the farm activities
at Acta Non Verba, with its service directly to residents in Tassafaronga Village. In asking how
Acta Non Verba ensures a strong connection to the residents of the neighborhood, Aaron
responded, “We prioritize the Tassa community and the 80’s (meaning the avenues that run
directly northeast to the farm) over all others, we have a partnership with OHA, and we get one
of the offices at Tassa in exchange for supportive services to the community…. we have the after
school program in partnership with the two schools… as far as the after school program, that is
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open just to the Tassa community, and 15% enrollment from the very nearby neighborhood. Our
goal was to provide something in house for Tassa.” It is made clear through this statement that
the structures in place to ensure community involvement in farm activities at Acta Non Verba are
significant. Both by directly serving the community at Tassafaronga Village and by directly
engaging youth from nearby public schools, Acta Non Verba maintains strong service to local
community members who are more likely in need of services provided.
While Acta Non Verba’s main goal is to serve the community, it is an organization with
paid employees, and operational costs - meaning that it must generate revenue or gain funding to
keep up with the cost. This requires advertising at farmers’ markets and sponsoring paid group
visits to the farm, activities that result in increased interest in the farm from individuals who are
not from the community that Acta Non Verba intends to serve. In speaking about the difficulties
surrounding this dynamic, Aaron stated, “there’s a lot of interest in our organization from all over
the place… We do have a lot of people coming from outside the community, inquiring, wanting
to rent a plot but I’ve had to turn them down. I stopped advertising that we have community
plots… It ties into the gentrification thing, people see a community garden and it kind of attracts
a certain type of person. We do have plots for rent and it’s just for our community, and it’s by
donation in our community” I asked if the organization is wary of outside attention due to this
difficult dynamic presented with urban agriculture and gentrification, and in response, Aaron
stated “Kelly has empowered all of the staff. She hired us because she believes in us and she
trusts us, so with that, we move unapologetically in this space. We are not weary about outsiders,
we are just very upfront with who we are, what we are doing, why we are doing it, and what they
can help with. I’ve turned down tons of requests from people who say ‘we really want to get our
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hands in the soil’…. well, then we have nothing to offer you. we definitely want to be
all-inclusive, while also letting people know that we are not just here for your entertainment. It is
not our mission to educate your group, so your request can’t be met. If people do not check their
privilege at the door then we do not hesitate to tell people why something isn’t okay.” In raising
broad concerns surrounding urban agriculture’s relationship to gentrification, I asked how leaders
in the organization perceive and address this issue of gentrification. “It is an ongoing
conversation because it presents challenges on the regular, how do we move when those things
come up. We don’t want to be confrontational, but we don’t want to be apologetic, we want
people to approach us with the same respect that we approach them. We’ve been existing here so
we want people to keep that in mind when they come in making requests… just be mindful of
how you take space.”
As gathered through this interview, Acta Non Verba’s direct service to its intended
community not only is heavily dependent on its partnership with Tassafaronga Village, but is
also present in their daily interactions with clients, and volunteers. Working with the
understanding of urban agriculture’s tendency to attract outsiders into a community, Acta Non
Verba works to actively maintain their food justice mission to serve its intended community
through direct programming with neighborhood youth at Tassafaronga Village, and nearby public
schools. In addition, leaders within Acta Non Verba are trained to identify potentially
problematic interactions with clients or volunteers from outside of the community and to refuse
requests from individuals or organizations who do not have the best interest of the community in
mind.
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Conclusion and Recommendations

Not only does the data from both these projects show us the unique ways that urban agriculture
can impact property values, but the narratives provided through interviews and news sources
further supports claims that urban agriculture can be used to attract investment into a community.
Although City Slicker Farms orients their mission towards community empowerment, food
justice, and improving access to healthy food for West Oakland’s low-income residents, the fact
that the West Oakland Farm Park was constructed in agreement with major real estate developer,
The Emerald Fund, troubles the founding intentions of this urban agriculture project’s food
justice mission. In addition, while it should be stated that speculative investment into the space at
2847 Peralta street began with the Emerald Fund’s investment into the vacant lots in 2005 and
did not begin in 2014 with the first signs of construction of the West Oakland Farm Park, there is
something critically important to unpack regarding The Emerald Fund’s willingness to sell 1.4
acres of its purchased and profitable land to City Slicker Farms, in an effort to stabilize the block
in preparation of the future development of luxury housing, which today is the Hannah Park
Apartments.
Apart from the West Oakland Farm Park’s troubling relationship with luxury housing
developers during its conception, another critical aspect of this data is the significant upward
trend in real estate values of the properties immediately surrounding the West Oakland Farm
Park. While it could be argued that the increase in real estate values during this time is merely a
factor of the larger forces of capital investment into West Oakland during this period, the specific
timing of investment into these properties, which is made visible through analysis of the property
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assessors information, is impeccably in line with the timing of development of the West Oakland
Farm Park. Not only is there increased investment into this neighborhood during this time, but
the high property turnover rate to LLC’s in the neighborhood further provides a sign of the kind
of investment into this community that is systematically shaped by the forces of racial capital
that work to remove and strip long term community members of their access and right to their
own neighborhood (Huq and Harwood 2019). With this information in mind, it is difficult to
argue that the West Oakland Farm Park did not contribute to gentrification on a micro level in the
neighborhood of Dogtown, West Oakland.
My intention here is not to fault City Slicker Farms for the neighborhood change that has
occurred in Dogtown, but rather to show exactly how a well-intentioned urban agriculture project
truly can be appropriated by investors and city planners to extract profit from a neighborhood - a
neighborhood that is historically considered home to Oakland’s Black community and has
remained resilient through the continual practices of systemic racism that have produced poverty
and forced disinvestment in this community in the first place. The Black community left in this
neighborhood certainly deserves, at the very minimum, secure housing and a right to their
community, and for this reason, I argue that this lack of intentionality used by City Slicker Farms
does in fact work to reproduce the violence in displacement itself, or at the very least discredit
their food justice mission. Whether or not the same level of investment into this neighborhood
would have happened without the introduction of the West Oakland Farm Park is uncertain, but
what is certain, is the notion that displacement out of this community could have been greatly
mitigated if there were political will to introduce affordable housing measures into this
previously vacant corner lot of Oakland. Acta Non Verba’s strong tie to serving an affordable
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housing project in Deep East Oakland is an aspect that I argue firmly cements its mission to
serve East Oakland’s low-income community members, without contributing to gentrification
and displacement.
Through analysis of Acta Non Verba’s Youth Urban Farm Project at Tassafaronga Park, I
argue that Acta Non Verba’s organization can be seen as a successful model for urban agriculture
that truly serves its community, and avoids contributing to gentrification due to its proximity and
direct engagement with residents of OHA affordable housing. Analysis of the assessor’s property
data and ownership information confirms that there were no major speculative investments into
this neighborhood after the introduction of Acta Non Verba at Tassafaronga Park. While property
values remain relatively stable, Acta Non Verba has been doing the work of a community
development organization, serving youth in the community and investing in their future. Not
only does Acta Non Verba’s direct proximity to affordable housing village limit the sheer number
of homes available for developers to speculate on, but the organization’s programs are aimed
directly to serve the youth of the Tassafaronga Village, which includes only families who qualify
for low-income housing. This firmly connects Acta Non Verba’s organizational structure to the
service of community members who historically need improved access to the benefits of Acta
Non Verba’s programs.
While I argue here that Acta Non Verba has developed a successful model for how to use
urban agriculture as community development and food justice mechanism without significantly
contributing to property value increase and gentrification, it is important to recognize that I am
using low property values in this neighborhood as a metric for Acta Non Verba’s success in
providing for the community without facilitating gentrification. This being said, I do recognize
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that this community still faces significant economic and racial hardship. What I do not intend to
promote here is an idea that the lack of economic mobility of residents in the neighborhood is a
marker of success, but rather, that Acta Non Verba is succeeding in its mission to serve those
who are living in less than ideal economic situations without creating pressure on them in the
form of increased property values, and increased rents. Through this research, it has become
clear that for urban agriculture organizations to engage fully in their food justice mission, they
must be engaged in affordable housing affairs. Through the literature review and data analysis, it
has become clear that urban agriculture organizations do not function outside of the neoliberal
capitalist state of which property ownership drives urban politics, and is a determining factor in
community wealth and the right to the city.
In describing the differences between food justice organizations that engage in “original”
versus “moralist” notions of food justice, Bradley and Herrera (2016) state “As with
environmentalism, a moral component comes into play in alternative food movements in such a
way that proponents see local, sustainable, environmentally friendly foods as universally good
things to which everyone should have access. Implicit in this belief is the assumption that with
access, people make the right, or moral, food choices. Thus, a moral imperative to establish
‘access’ to local food without regard for the ownership and governance of the means of
production and exchange represents a moralist notion of food justice. Although this work is
carried out under the banner of food justice, it is distinct from the original notion of food justice”
(101). Here Bradley and Herrera make a distinction between “moralist” notions of food justice,
which is largely concerned with access to food, and “original” notions of food justice, which is
concerned with ownership over food practice. I argue here, in regards to the urban agriculture
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organizations identified through this research, that it is not enough for an urban agriculture
organization to simply concern itself with access to healthy food, just as it is not enough for an
urban agriculture organization to simply assume that their occupation of space in a low-income
community of color will bring justice and prosperity. Diving further into this argument, for urban
agriculture to achieve “original” notions of food justice, it must be run and owned by the people
and for the people. Further, to maintain a decolonized approach, the organization must also
promote community ownership of the land and the organization, to thoroughly fulfill an original
notion of food justice. Because “When a formal research endeavor ignores the original notion of
food justice, it is complicit in a colonizing process” (106).
This research comes at a significant time in U.S. history. The impact that COVID-19 has
had on the health and wellbeing of our communities is significant, and amidst a widespread
economic crisis, food insecurity has drastically increased in the U.S. (Wolfson and Leung 2020).
Many people faced with the sobering reality of food insecurity have turned to the practice of
gardening to increase food security (Chandran 2020). In addition to food insecurity, the
COVID-19 pandemic has laid bare the harsh and dangerous realities that low-income
communities of color are systematically subject to through institutionalized racism, and state
violence. With these facts and my research findings in mind, food justice activists must move
forward with clarity and intention to ensure that their urban agriculture projects truly are serving
their intended community. Perhaps this too is time for food justice activists to re-evaluate the
structures of their organizations and work to center the experiences and needs of the
communities they seek to serve.
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It is clear that urban agriculture projects must tread forward with more radical approaches
to ensure “original” notions of food justice are met. Acta Non Verba provides a strong model for
how to engage in this work. Linking urban agriculture with affordable housing as well as
providing youth with a savings account for them to invest in educational endeavors is an
incredible feat. Another way that urban agriculture organizations can engage in forms of
“original” food justice is through green reparations. Green reparations are an approach that
connects green infrastructure or urban agriculture with efforts to compensate community
members with capital or ownership rights to the development of urban agriculture in their
community. Acta Non Verba comes near this approach but it is founded and led mainly by
women of color from the surrounding community, women who do not owe reparations. Food
justice oriented urban agriculture projects founded and led by white activists who seek to serve
low-income communities of color might better utilize this approach, if not fully hand over their
organization to the community.
Another recommendation for urban agriculture organizations reaching for more
“original” notions of food justice, and to avoid the gentrification trap is to form or engage with a
community land trust. A community land trust is a non-profit organization that purchases and
holds land on behalf of an identified beneficiary community. Community land trusts are intended
to preserve the long-term affordability of housing. Essentially, the non-profit in a community
land trust owns all of the land that the buildings sit on, so homeowners for example, only
purchase the physical home on the land. This type of agreement ensures the long-term security of
fixed home or building prices for structures that are included in the land trust. While Acta Non
Verba’s direct engagement with the Tassafaronga Village works similarly to the community land
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trust, a community land trust is more desirable because it is owned by the community, rather than
a public entity, further empowering the community with ownership.
Gentrification has become one of the most significant social problems facing our urban
areas today. Scholarship on both gentrification and food justice within the context of our current
state of crisis is arguably more crucial today than ever before. To move forward from the present
day crisis in the most just and equitable fashion, and to keep long term residents vulnerable to
displacement safely in their communities, this research is imperative to best inform food justice
and community activists for the future development of urban agriculture projects.
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Appendix

2847 Peralta Street prior development in January 2014

2847 Peralta Street August 2014
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2847 Peralta Street June 2014
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2847 Peralta Street December 2015

2847 Peralta Street February 2016
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2847 Peralta Street July 2016

2847 Peralta Street February 2019
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